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OPENING REMARKS  
Yau Ching 
 
Thank you for joining us at the Neolib Neomorals Conference. Welcome.  
 
The successful opening of this conference today depends heavily on the volunteer team 
standing in front of me, headed by our conference Manager Ms Grace Yee. Please look 
carefully at their colorful badges; for any problems or questions in these 2 days, please 
feel free to grab one of them.   
 
This year Hong Kong has been ranked the world's freest economy for the 20th 
consecutive year by the right-wing US think tank The Heritage Foundation, in 
partnership with The Wall Street Journal. Hong Kong’s score is 90.1, higher than last 
year, and much higher than the global average of 60.3. No. 2 is Singapore. The Hong 
Kong Government has always welcomed this “honor”. Government spokesman has 
said that "The Government have played a market facilitator role by upholding the  
“large market, small government” principle, and that economic freedom “is the 
cornerstone of sustained economic stability, growth and prosperity of Hong Kong.” 
Gini coefficient (measure of income inequality) of Hong Kong Not coincidentally, the 
is also the highest in the “developed” world. No. 2 is also Singapore.  
 
From its first colonial days, Hong Kong has always been run like a business, ie. 
assuring the government and its business partners the largest profit, with the lowest 
taxation and providing the minimal amount of public services, thus serving to 
marketize all social relations. When the British-American Neoliberalism was 
trumpeted by Reagan and Thatcher in the 1980s to become a global trend, Hong 
Kong, having gotten rid of its Leftist heritage from the 1930s-50s, was most readily 
turned into a neoliberal paradise (or hell), in a speed and at a degree that far 
exceeded its inventors. And because Hong Kong’s neoliberalism was not a 
radicalization and second coming of Classical Liberalism from its own tradition, our 
“neo”liberalism is indeed the newest, without anything renewed.  
 
In the past 2 decades, Hong Kong scholars have produced a collection of literature 
on our neoliberalized development, but almost of them have focused on its 
economic implications especially on the housing problem in Hong Kong. Few looked 
at its cultural aspects. UK Prime Minister David Cameron addressed the 
Conservative Party Spring Conference in 2013 by saying: “We are building an 
Aspiration Nation. A country where it’s not who you know, or where you’re from; 
but who you are and where you’re determined to go.” Listening to this was a deja vu 
experience for me. Once upon a time we were dominated by a similar language of 
meritocracy, at least from1970s all the way to 1990s, if not longer. We were 
brought up to believe in Hong Kong as a society with comprehensive legal 
protections, fair competition for opportunities, the “more effort yields more crops” 
mentality while internalizing apparently contradictory but in fact complementary 
values including competitive individualism, be smart to survive, “not earning enough 
is the worst loser”, the constant fear of being ripped off, of poverty/not having much 
as a morally inferior trait, and the only freedom that matters is the one to grab cash 
and run, overshadowing and/or replacing all other freedoms especially sexual ones. 
As Raymond Williams had reminded us in 1963, the ladder, as a symbol for 
bourgeois society, no doubt offers the opportunity to climb but it can only be used 
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individually: “you go up the ladder alone.” Allow me to add here, the process of 
moving down—also alone--is usually much faster; sliding would be a more realistic 
imagery, rendering collective action impossible.  
 
While this form of capitalist development looks like a demoralizing process, it has 
installed in us a whole new set of values and moral imperatives to justify itself, in 
particular to justify the massive downward mobility caused by the collective struggle 
for upward mobility. Social mobility is of course dependent on factors including 
gender, sexuality, race, language, body size and shape but in Hong Kong, we are 
accustomed to demonizing identity politics as the excuse for “not making it”.  
Identity politics, as social relations reorganized by liberalism, in itself perpetuates 
some existing unequal power relations. Coincidentally or maybe not quite, in the 
past week, three Christian megachurches in Hong Kong bought three full page ads to 
print their petitions of reinstating “family values”. Just this past Sunday (when the 
organizing team of this conference was having its meeting), a Christian organization 
known for its anti-gay agenda, Family Value Foundation organized a “Happy Family 
Parade”, claiming that there were 30,000 participants and receiving endorsement of 
more than 90 NGOs, schools, companies and churches. The HK Christian Right 
have been employing tactics and rhetorics borrowed from identity politics and the 
rights movement in recent years; Family Value, for example, claims to be concerned 
with issues of “social justice” and “children’s rights”, advocates legislative revisions 
for domestic helpers, and even applies to HKSAR Commission on Poverty for “free 
tickets” to soccer games to be handed out to grassroots families in order to gain 
constituencies. Their power to gain constituencies not only reveals the moral fears 
and anxieties faced by many people under the unjust neoliberal regime but also 
exposes some of the moral contradictions of neoliberalism itself: hailing “family 
values” on the one hand but refusing to address the oppression of many families and 
their downward mobility caused by the collaborative efforts from institutions such as 
“One man one woman, one wife one husband, one partner for life, and pro-
procreation” and the nation-state. Institutions as such define and exile the majority 
of people from families in terms of our sexual orientation as well as in terms of our 
single parenthood, divorces, death of partners, singlehood, adulteries, inabilities to 
procreate etc., on top of our already being disqualified in terms of class, race, 
ethnicity, gender, language and so on.  
 
Neoliberalism has inherited liberalism in its tendency to obscure the relationships 
between the (disqualifying) identities, compelling each of us to consume and sell each 
compartment separately in its project of disowning us as human subjects capable of 
resistance. Lisa Duggan is Professor of Social and Cultural Analysis at New York 
University. Her intellectual work is most inspiring and encouraging for me in her 
persistent and hopeful investment and analysis in activist social movement, and her 
refusal to be segregated comfortably in either the “field” of political economy or 
gender/sexuality. In HK, I myself have been told for about 2 decades, those who do 
political economy are hundreds of people, and in gender/sexuality are those few, and 
they do not talk to each other. However, according to Professor Duggan, if we 
continue to replicate this kind of false categorization of knowledge production, our 
understanding and intervention in both would always be very limited and irrelevant. 
In The Twilight of Equality?: Neoliberalism, cultural politics, and the attack on democracy, 
she analyzes succinctly: “Neoliberalism, a late twentieth-century incarnation of 
Liberalism, organizes material and political life in terms of race, gender, and sexuality 
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as well as economic class and nationality, or ethnicity and religion. But the categories 
through which Liberalism (and thus also neoliberalism) classifies human activity and 
relationships actively obscure the connections among these organizing terms”; “Nor 
will it be possible to build a new social movement that might be strong, creative, and diverse 
enough to engage the work of reinventing global politics for the new millennium as long as 
cultural and identity issues are separated, analytically and organizationally, from the political 
economy in which they are embedded.” 
Her book Sapphic Slashers: Sex, Violence and American Modernity won the John Boswell 
Prize of the American Historical Association. This work poignantly reveals how in 
US history, the demands for “rights protection” for certain classes of people are 
often done in the expense of oppressing other more marginalized population, true 
for 19th century white women as well as 21st pro-marriage LBGTs. This is essential 
food for thought for us in HK today. Professor Duggan is also the President-Elect of 
the American Studies Association this year. We are very honored to have her as our 
keynote. After she has accepted our invitation, I was told that she received some 
death threats—which I’m sure are not related to this invitation. We are—needless 
to say---more than grateful to be able to receive Professor Duggan here in her fully 
alive, safe and rigorous mode. Lisa.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
